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Abstract 
 
 
Risk is a buzz word for the social sciences. In recent years, several theories 
and studies have explored contemporary understanding of the concept and it’s 
implications for social action. This paper explores notions of risk within the 
Australian phenomenon of Seachange. It draws upon Qualitative data collected 
in 2006 within states of Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and Tasmania. 
Analysis of this data reveals three major findings that have importance for 
current and future risk theory. Firstly, lay public comprehension of risk is 
contextual, relying heavily upon acculturation and interaction with environment. 
As such, over generalisations from authors like Beck (1992) neglect the effect 
that culture plays on risk perception. Secondly, within the Seachange 
phenomenon lies a discourse of risk-taking whereby risks are not avoided but 
rather consumed in order to find ‘a better life’. This often occurs as a result of 
dissatisfaction with busy, hectic and risky city lifestyles. Finally, drawing upon 
works by Rose (1996), it is argued that these risk-takers are an example of the 
wider discourse in society that entices individuals to make life a project in order 
to maximise self worth and seek after happiness.  
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Risk, society and current debates. 
 
 
Whilst most accounts of risk within academic literature appear to combine the concept 
with words such as threat or danger (Beck, 1992; Douglas, 1992), there is some 
growing interest into positive aspects of risk-taking. This paper therefore is designed to 
examine this in more detail via a study that investigated notions of risk within the 
contemporary Australian phenomenon of Seachange. It is argued that the data 
collected in this study provides much insight into the risk debate and also provides a 
quality case study for the ideas of risk-taking theorists such as Lyng (1990), Lupton 
(1999) and Tulloch and Lupton (2002). However, it is also argued that the results 
provide a further extension of these theories by utilising principles from the enterprise 
culture thesis of Rose (1996). Yet, before discussing this in detail, I shall first engage 
briefly with the theories of risk and risk-taking. 
 1
 
 
Risk: avoiding danger or threat. 
 
 
As already mentioned, there is much literature engaging with risk as a negative 
influence on modern social life. For instance, influential sociologist Beck (1992) posits 
that the influx of global dangers such as global warming, environmental degradation 
and nuclear meltdowns foster a feeling of uneasiness and worry amongst the 
population. For Beck (1992, p.49) society is now primarily concerned with the 
avoidance of ‘social bads’ rather than the acquirement of ‘social goods’. This occurs in 
response to the ever increasing public political and social debates that rage on how 
best to control and neutralise these ‘manufactured’ threats (Beck, 1999, p.72). As 
expertise grows and argues against each other, so too does public uneasiness, as trust 
diminishes and uncertainty flourishes (Tulloch and Lupton, 2003, p.3). Furthermore, the 
rise of social and economic prosperity dissipates previously held social structures 
leaving the individual to ‘write their own biography’ and deal with the consequences of 
their own actions (Beck, 1992, p.9). Whilst this important piece of literature has 
provided the basis for much study into the area of risk, it has been heavily criticised for 
various reasons.  
 
For, although Beck’s (1992) assertions have found some empirical validity, his 
overgeneralisations over what worries the population as a whole is his inherent 
weakness (Tulloch and Lupton, 2003, p.132). Other writers, such as Douglas (1992) 
and Lash (2000), believe that a more cultural friendly approach to risk should be 
utilised. For in overgeneralising the risk perception of the lay public, important social 
and cultural norms that shape human thought are missed. Lash (2000) suggests that a 
risk culture approach also allows for an acceptance that the aesthetics or the 
consumption of sign and symbols does play an important role in contouring individual 
perception. Such thoughts appear to find empirical backing from researchers such as 
Tulloch and Lupton (2003, p.38) who reveal that risk perception for the individual 
changes during the life course as ‘day-to-day priorities’ evolve. However, what is 
missing from both these theories and Beck’s (1992) is an engagement with the 
important risk-taking discourse found in the lay public. 
 
 
Risk: embracing the unknown. 
 
 
There has been some important work into the area of risk-taking in recent years from 
researchers such as Tulloch and Lupton (2002), Lupton (1999) and Lyng (1990). For 
Lyng (1990, p.860), individuals participating in extreme sports such as skydiving, 
traverse social and cultural boundaries in order to ‘experience themselves as 
instinctively acting entities’. Furthermore, Tulloch and Lupton (2002, p.122) add that 
risk-taking comes as a form of self-improvement. For risk-taking is, 
 
Part of a wider discourse that privileges the self as a continuing project that 
requires constant work and attention. Risk-taking, in this context, becomes a 
particular practice of the self (Foucault, 1988) a means by which subjectivity is 
expressed and developed according to prevailing moral and ethical values. 
 
However, for Lupton (1999, p.171) this type of risk-taking can also emerge in response 
to the ever increasing number of risks that hanker everyday life. It provides an 
opportunity to escape the mundane and provides a sense of excitement through self-
actualisation (Tulloch and Lupton, 2002, p.117). 
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Such thoughts may appear relevant to the extreme forms of risk-taking that these 
studies seek to explain. However whether this equates to other areas such as 
Seachange is a question that this study attempts to clarify. Furthermore, whilst 
answering this question, the data also provides some further insight into the risk-
avoiding theories of Beck (1992), Douglas (1992) and Lash (2000) which will be 
discussed later. 
 
 
The Study. 
 
 
Seachange: the why and what of the phenomenon. 
 
 
Seachange has come to mean many different things in recent years. For instance, in 
general terms it can mean any dramatic shift in organisational or individual culture. It 
has also been likened to other terms such as ‘Downshifting’ or ‘Voluntary Simplicity’ 
(Hamilton, 2003; Schor, 1999). However, for the purposes of this study, I have taken 
the simple explanation of Dowling (2004, p.17) as my basis for selecting participants. 
 
Those who have followed the more traditional model of leaving the city for the 
bush or the beach, and those who have opted for a fresh start in their working 
lives, without necessarily leaving town (Dowling, 2004, p.17) 
 
The movement has often been touted as a risk venture (Dowling, 2004) and as such 
serves as an excellent opportunity to test risk theory on a level not investigated before. 
However, it should be noted here that there are differing levels of Seachange that 
Dowling (2004) herself identifies. For instance, some areas are labelled as ‘peri-
metropolitan’ whereby individuals can live in new Seachange style locations that are 
close to major cities thus reducing problems of income. However, the structural 
constraints of time and resources that this study faced meant that engaging with these 
different understandings of Seachange was not possible. Nevertheless, the data 
provides us with rich data that has important implications for future risk research. 
 
 
The participants. 
 
 
A total of eighteen individualsi were interviewed for this project during the period from 
April to July, 2006. Of these individuals, half were identified as Seachangers whilst the 
other half represented city or urban residents. This latter group was selected to provide 
some baseline or comparative data and proved useful in analysis particularly with risk 
definition. Of the Seachangers, five resided in Tasmania, three resided in Northern 
New South Wales and one came from rural Victoria. All three locations have proved to 
be popular locations for Seachangers in recent years (Dowling, 2004). 
 
Whilst two of the urban respondents lived in Hobart, Tasmania, the rest were located in 
various parts within metropolitan Brisbane. Although these cities are neither the largest 
in Australia nor perhaps the most dangerous, they do provide a perceived insecurity for 
some as will be shown later.  
 
The interviewees were recruited via a mix of purposive and snowball sampling and 
were questioned using a semi-structured schedule providing room to ‘probe far beyond 
answers to their prepared and standardised questions’ (Berg, 2001, p.70). Most 
interviews were undertaken one on one or within couples except for one group 
discussion that took place in Brisbane. Although it was first anticipated that face to face 
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interaction would be applicable, due to the lack of resources it was not always possible. 
Therefore, all but three of the Seachangers were interviewed via the telephone. 
 
 
Data gathering and analysis 
 
 
Respondents were asked various questions surrounding their own perception of risk 
and daily life. In particular, they were asked to define what risk meant to them and what 
things if any, made them feel insecure. The interviewees were also questioned on 
Seachange and what risks attended to this move. Both groups were also asked what 
risks attended to the areas in which they lived which provided interesting data. 
 
Analysis of the data was undertaken on a deductive level, which has been previously 
dominated by the operationalising tradition (Blaikie 2000, p.137). Yet in this study, the 
concept and definition of risk and most importantly the relationship that it has to the 
participants is being explored. Blaikie (2000, p.140) suggests that it is this type of 
‘exploratory phase’ of research that use of the sensitising tradition is complimentary to 
deductive approaches. The basic premise of deductive approaches is utilising 
theoretical understandings to guide the analysis of the data and put them to the test 
(Blaikie 2000, p.179). 
 
After transcription of the important data was complete, I then followed Strauss’s (1999) 
open coding procedures and interpretive analysis. This procedure calls for a consistent 
questioning of the data by utilising principles and concepts from the theory being tested.  
However as suggested by Berg (2001, p.251), this also requires an open mind to 
consider possible alternate theoretical explanations. Secondly, the responses were 
also analysed minutely by separating different points of data into separate and distinct 
categories. Thirdly, frequent interruption of the data was undertaken in order to make 
points according to theoretical implications (Berg 2001, p252). Finally, as discussed in 
the results and conclusion chapters, the results were linked back to theory to answer 
the research questions and extend current theoretical understanding and debate. The 
following discussion will address three major findings from the data, that of the 
contextualisation of risk, the discourse of risk-taking and the ‘practice of the self’. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
 
“Risk has to be contextual…” 
 
When reviewing the data gathered in this study, it becomes apparent that for the urban 
participants and some of the Seachangers, risk is indeed perceived as a negative 
influence on life. Most intriguingly however, most of the Seachangers equated risk in a 
positive manner which will be discussed later. However, many of the participants 
believed like Beck (1992) and Douglas (1992) that risk meant threat to well-being for 
themselves. For example, 25 year old school teacher Lillian from Brisbane defined risk 
simply as ‘harm can come upon you’. On a similar motif, 28 year old university student 
Lucas also from Brisbane drew upon his learning to explain risk as follows, 
 
Like from the wonderful things that I’ve done with uni and risk management and 
stuff, like its things that can go…what can go wrong basically, that’s how I 
understand it. 
 
In addition to this, another university student from Brisbane, Chris, suggested that risk 
meant ‘threat to security’ and related an experience whereby interaction with the 
immediate environment produced a sense of anxiety within. 
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Depending on where I am, I was walking down the valley, the other day at 
Brunswick street Mall and there was a lot of colourful people around, and so I 
found myself kinda with heightened awareness of who was around, who was 
behind me. 
 
Middle aged Hobart resident and public servant also recognised risk in this manner. 
However, he further clarified that risk usually meant threat until it was controlled. He 
commented, 
 
Risk in itself to me is negative but then you look at the risk and you take steps 
towards management and minimization and if you successfully do that you don’t 
feel negative about it because you recognized that you’ve compensated. 
 
Although these comments validate the negative tone that current literature obsesses 
with risk, it also reveals that perception of risk involves a process of contextualisation. 
What this means is simply that risk perception is ascertained according to the 
environment that the individual interacts with. Consider for a moment William’s further 
comments on the matter, 
 
Risk has to be contextual, when someone just talks about risk, there are a whole 
lot of risks that I think are important for me and the sort of risks I think about are, 
risks that I run with respect to personal wellbeing and property. And so, the main 
risks that I would take into account are areas of crime, personal property crime, 
areas of accident, road accident is probably one of the prime ones there, health is 
a really important one and my choices about lifestyle, basically take into account 
levels of risk that I perceive in those choices. So they would be the biggest 
areas…that’s what I think of when I think of risk. 
 
Empirically, researchers such as Wynne (1996) have revealed that risk perception 
amongst the lay public is drawn and shaped from sources such as the media and their 
own interactions with risks or threats. This causes Tulloch and Lupton (2002a, p.367) 
to suggest that risk knowledge amongst individuals within society should be, 
‘considered the products of acculturation and therefore situated in particular social, 
cultural and historical contexts’. As already mentioned, Lash (2000) has called for a risk 
culture approach based upon different subgroups and their defining of what is risky. 
The data collected in this research substantiates his claims. 
 
Furthermore, Tulloch and Lupton’s (2003, p.38) assessment of risk perception as ever-
changing throughout life course seems appropriate when reviewing the data. For 
Beck’s (1992) suggestion that the overarching global concerns of ecological 
catastrophe worry the whole population find no merit within the participant’s responses. 
For them, day to day worries such as income, employment, damage to property and 
health registered as major concerns. In fact, when questioned about global risks, many 
participants displayed little concern for them personally. Their reasoning for this was 
attributed to different aspects including location, immediacy and lack of control. For 
example, Jennifer argues that global risks are no concern to her because ‘they are not 
immediate thought, so it’s not something…it’s not something that is going to harm you 
right now’. Hobart resident William also commented, 
 
and I don’t reflect or, reflect on or consider, those risks that I can’t control, they 
don’t worry me, I don’t think about them. I guess there are some you know you 
could be struck by a rock from a meteor shower or something, a bit of space 
garbage returning to earth, but there, or a sniper or a terrorist, I don’t consider 
those for a minute. My whole idea of and consideration of risk is only about the 
risks that I can manage the others don’t really cross my mind. 
 
Further to this, former real estate worker and current Seachanger to Tasmania, Rose, 
suggested that worry about the global risk of terrorism only occurred when she 
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interacted with public infrastructure. She commented that, “I probably do [worry about 
terrorism] every time I go under the tunnel, or over the bridge or stand at the airport. 
But not in, not in this environment where we live here’. 
 
Once more we see that risk perception is contextual and dependent on how one 
interacts with the threat or danger. For theorists like Beck (1992) who generalise 
conscious thought about issues such as risk across the whole population, results such 
as these provide a problem. Certainly in the case of risk, it should be recognised by 
Beck (1992) and others that the concept is not something necessarily real, rather a 
product of social construction (Reith, 2004). As we have seen in this example, what 
determines threat or risk depends highly on the context of the environment that one is 
situated in. However, the data also highlights another major fault with the emphasis of 
risk avoidance in current theory. 
 
 
“I’ve been taking risks all my life…” 
 
 
One of the major themes to emerge from this research is the discourse of risk-taking 
amongst the Seachanger group. Risk for many of these participants represents an 
opportunity, something to be undertaken and embraced rather than avoided. For them, 
risk-taking is more than just a venture, but also formulates part of their identity. For 
instance, Jeffrey a semi-retired Seachanger to Tasmania and former trader in Sydney 
proclaimed, “I’ve been taking risks all my life”. Northern New South Wales Seachanger 
and also former Sydneysider Luanne, commented on risk in the following manner, 
 
I think with me personally I’ve always been a risk taker so it’s fairly easy for me to 
do that. And my husband is the same too he is, we’re both very similar like that 
we’re fairly spontaneous people and we have taken a lot of risks, some of them 
have not paid off and others have so, but we seem to cope with that reasonably 
well. 
 
Such self-identification also meant for some like Gillian, a Seachanger to Daylesford 
Victoria, that they were outside the norm. She commented that she is “a bit odd in that I 
probably would take more risks than most people would”. In some respects, her self-
confronting attitude is an example of the mainstream culture that suggests excessive 
risk-taking as deviating away from ‘established norms and boundaries’ (Tulloch and 
Lupton 2003, p.10). However, for Seachangers, risk-taking resembles an opportunity 
for benefit or gain.  
 
Murray, a former self-employed Brisbane resident turned Seachanger to Tasmania, 
argued that risk-taking is all to do with acquiring something good whilst be exposed to 
negative consequences. 
 
Well its one of those things that, it is, whether you consider it to be, there’s two 
elements to it you take the risk in order to achieve something better than you 
currently have, and you as far as the risk is concerned you decide whether the 
negative effects of your choice outweigh the possibilities of the positive effects of 
your choice. For me a risk is the possibilities of achieving something good 
through your actions with the possibility of something negative happening. 
 
Seachange itself was considered as a risky option however respondents such as 
Murray found benefit from participating in the move. Luanne furthered this theme by 
suggesting that risk is more than just opportunity but rather, ‘discovery, you know, 
finding out about oneself’. Such thoughts appear to resonate with theories of risk-taking 
that centre on ‘the self’. For instance, Lyng (1990, p.860) provides that individuals 
engaging with risk leave them with ‘a purified and magnified sense of self’. Tulloch and 
Lupton (2002, p.122) add to this discourse of ‘the self’ by suggesting that risk-taking 
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answers the call for self improvement in a world that is ‘too tightly bounded and 
restricted, as not offering enough challenges’. Whilst these statements maybe true for 
those risk takers who embrace extreme sports, drug taking and life threatening 
conditions with their actions, these arguments still held to a certain extent within the 
phenomenon of Seachange. 
 
However, it is Lupton’s (1999, p157) ideas that I find most useful when discussing risk-
taking within this context. For her, risk-taking emerges not only in response to the self-
improvement culture, but also due to the current state of risk awareness amongst the 
lay public. She comments, 
 
The contemporary subject may be understood to require both routine and risk to 
hanker after predictability and unpredictability, constantly oscillating between the 
two. An excess of one state leads to a further desire for the other. Heightened 
awareness of risk may itself lead to a desire to take risk (Lupton, 1999, p.157) 
 
It is this last section of Lupton’s (1999) thoughts that can be connected to this case 
study of Seachange and risk. For participants often stressed that a major motivation for 
their move was the risks that they perceived they faced in the city. For example, a 
former Telco employee from Sydney, Seachanger Samantha stressed that her move to 
Tasmania came in response to some of the risks she faced in Sydney.  
 
We moved down here because we felt in, in Sydney where we lived Blacktown, 
everyday you listen to the news, somebody bashed or somebody murdered or 
stabbing or something. 
 
She further relayed, 
 
So we’ve decreased the risk by moving down here, we bought a really big house 
and we had one daughter in our family living with us but afterward all of our family 
wanted to come in the view that it was safer to get away from the risk of living in 
that environment in Sydney. 
 
However, whilst the crime motif was often discussed by Seachangers as part of their 
reason for moving, many contributed another interesting reason for their move. For 
instance, Tasmanian Seachanger Murray pointed to the stressful conditions that 
materialism or consumerism in the urban centre that fostered a need to take the risk of 
Seachanging. The city was a place for him where just ‘keeping up’ was a risk.  
 
Risks associated with living in the big city, are that you can’t relax, you can’t let up 
for fear of losing ground. And so you know, the risks for me of living in a bigger 
city was that, and its all relevant, were things like the price of homes and the price 
of living and size and the amount of people, and there is also things like the traffic. 
Just all those sort of things, you just feel like, this is what it was like for me, you 
feel like you could never relax, you always had to be pushing on or you would be 
lose ground and if you tied yourself into say a huge mortgage, that was it. 
Mortgage has the name mortgage for a reason, till death basically. And I was 
much happier with the idea of a much smaller mortgage and an even lifestyle 
here, because I could see years and years of just unrelenting hard work in the city. 
 
Other reasons for Seachanging varied across the stress and risk motifs. Gillian 
suggested that her move came in response to the stresses, risks and general 
unhappiness that she felt the city sustained. She offered, 
 
I think for me it was a deep unhappiness in the work that I did, I was very good at 
it and I was getting paid very well for it but there was no personal satisfaction in 
it…but I think for I was sick of the city, and that it was dirty and people are sort of 
always angry and stuff like that you know. Yeah and it was a stressful place and I 
wanted somewhere more peaceful. 
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Other risks that were reported of city life that developed the desire to take the 
Seachange risk included ill health, stress and work, over crowdedness and the lack of 
general community mindedness. Therefore, we can see from the data some 
substantiation to Lupton’s (1999) claims that heightened awareness of risk leads to 
fervent risk-taking ventures. Furthermore, the data also displays an element of the ‘self-
improvement’ context that Tulloch and Lupton (2002) argue forms part of the basis of 
risk-taking. However, this paper concludes by arguing that from the data in this study, 
we can extend the theories of Tulloch and Lupton (2002) to include that of Rose’s 
(1996) enterprise culture thesis. But before engaging with this, let us first review the 
first two major conclusions that this paper has argued. 
 
 
Conclusion – Risk contextualisation, Risk-taking and the Enterprising 
individual. 
 
 
For advocates of risk avoiding theories, the data provides some interesting and 
important points of clarification for the perception of risk amongst the lay public. For as 
we have seen, ideas from the risk society thesis (Beck, 1992) fail to engage with the 
complexities of social and cultural interaction that shape human consciousness. For 
instance, the participants of this study within the urban group did view risk as a 
negative but only under certain circumstances. Amongst the responses, the ability to 
control the risk and the immediate environment with which the individual engages 
played a major role in determining whether something was threatening. This appears to 
limit the ability for theorists like Beck (1992) to proclaim and generalise what risks the 
population feel as a whole. Furthermore, it also appears to provide substantiation for 
Lash’s (2000) call for a risk culture approach that accepts the role that interaction with 
the aesthetics of daily life plays for contouring risk perception. However, the results of 
this study also provide evidence for the importance of risk-taking theories. 
 
Firstly, the data revealed a strong tendency from the Seachange group to view risk as 
a positive, something that would result in benefit or gain. Some of the participants 
identified themselves as risk-takers and considered this to be odd. This supports 
Tulloch and Lupton’s (2003, p.10) assessment that excessive risk-taking could be 
viewed as irrational in contemporary society. Secondly, the results of this study 
displayed some elements of the voluntary risk-taking discourse analyses of Tulloch and 
Lupton (2002), Lyng (1990) and Lupton (1999). For instance, there was some 
indication from the data that Lupton (1999) was correct in theorising that heightened 
awareness of risk would lead to a similar increase in risk-taking. For Seachangers, the 
city represented an area saturated with danger, threat and strain. As such, they take 
the Seachange option, albeit at most times unreflexively, in order to feel more fulfilled, 
happy and secure ‘a better life’ as Luanne suggests in her responses. This trend 
indicates that Seachange is a form of the ‘practice of the self’ that enables the 
individual to work on their lives to follow themes of ‘self improvement’ that is embedded 
in contemporary western society (Tulloch and Lupton 2002, p.331). However, this 
paper concludes that the Seachange movement also provides evidence for the 
‘enterprise culture’ of Nikolas Rose (1996) which we will discuss now. 
 
Whilst it is true that risk-taking does emerge in response to a self-improvement 
discourse, it is clear from the responses that participants chose to Seachange to fulfil 
the goal of happiness and well-being. For Rose (1996, p.157), the norms of these goals 
are what individuals living in contemporary society are enticed to secure. He argues, 
 
Self-help, today, entails an alliance between professionals claiming to 
provide an objective, rational answer to the question of how one should 
conduct a life to ensure normality, contentment, and success, and 
individuals seeking to shape a ‘life-style’, not in order to conform to social 
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conventions but in the hope of personal happiness and an ‘improved 
quality of life’ (Rose 1996, p.156-157). 
 
Rose (1996, p.157) further theorises that contemporary individuals are required to 
make life a project, whereby they are to develop a ‘style of living that will maximise the 
worth of their existence to themselves’. From the responses that Seachangers provided 
regarding their reasons for moving, it becomes apparent that this type of conclusion is 
justified. For Seachangers sought for a better life that was not afforded to them within 
the confines of the city. Therefore, the risk-taking venture is not just a matter of self 
improvement, but rather a fulfilment of the cultural goals that all are incited to acquire. 
However, Rose’s (1996) argument about the alliance between individuals and expertise 
fails to account in some respects for Seachange. As we have seen, Rose (1996, p.156) 
argues that the self-help culture creates a partnership between the expert and the lay 
individual. Furthermore, Rose (1996, p.157) identifies expertise as providing the 
‘objective, rational’ answers on how to obtain happiness through mediums such as ‘self 
help books’. However in the case of Seachange, there is no indication from the data 
that participants were guided or given expert advice on how to accomplish the move. 
Moreover, it appeared in the biographies of the Seachangers, that decisions were 
made relatively autonomously and often without reflexive or rational thought. However, 
this may be changing as the numbers of television shows, life coaches and Seachange 
experts begins to colonise the movementii. However unlike Rose’s (1996) assertions, 
these experts have been informed in a bottom up process from those who have 
participated in the movement. From this then, it becomes clear that Rose’s (1996) 
argument requires refining. However, it is also clear that there is substance to his 
arguments for Seachangers do indeed engage in the risk-taking motif to capture their 
own ‘happiness’.  
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